HERMAN MELVILLE

conquered, might naturally be chosen as a symbol of the perils
of the whaler's calling. Melville hardly changed the name.
And as he took Moby Dick more or less from the life,
so did he take from fact the details of whaling which, remote
now, were then familiar.

Though a transcendcntalist, Melville was also a sailor and
a scholar, and he wrote his book as if to make all its rivals
unnecessary. It is a treatise packed with erudition. ''Tile
classification of the constituents of a chaos, nothing less is
here essayed. . . . My object * . , is simply to project the
draught of a systematization of cetology. I am the architect,
not the builder. - * . I have swum through whole libraries and
sailed through oceans; I have had to do with whales with
these visible hands; I am in earnest; and I will try." He classi*
fies whales and names them. He pauses in his narrative to
tell ancient stories or to deny mistaken ones. He describes
the manners of his beasts not only when they are in conflict
with their pursuers but, so far as he can learn, when they
are at peace. Only a little less systematically does Melville
undertake to present the manners of men on whaling voyages*
He explains the construction of their ships, the discipline
of their ordinary routine, the methods of their fierce as-
saults, their treatment of their prizes, the devices which com-
fort their hours of leisure, the punctilio which governs the
society of ships in the whaling fields. He exhibits the charac-
ters of the men who are brought together in such a venture,
reports their speech, and catches up items of their previous
careers to round out the picture. He comments upon the
antiquities and landscape and habits of the Pacific.

Often enough his information is interruption to his cen-
tral plot, or lavish digression. Moby Dick may be read at ran-
dom for splendid, salty passages. When, for example, Mel-
ville touches on mastheads, he has a cheerful fling through
time to prove that "the business of standing mast-heads,
afloat or ashore, is a very ancient and interesting one/' He
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